Materials for a Biography of Dr Thomas Sydenham G G Meynell pp 107 £20 ISBN 0-951065-22x Folkestone: Winterdown Books 1988 This small book will be of general interest to some historians and those in the medical field who are fascinated by biographies of notable figures in their subject. Readers with a particular interest in seventeenth-century medicine will be delighted and a few researchers in this period will find the book indispensable.
The title is modest, implying the reproduction of a collection of original data bearing on the life of Thomas Sydenham. What the author has given us is much more, and the product of search, collection, and analysis of data never before brought together. The author acknowledges some forty individuals and institutions who have helped in this search for new data on Sydenham. Many details of his military career have been researched and also his student life in Oxford, and his professional career in London. The most notable 'finds' are the warrants for Sydenham's pay whilst he was in the Army, payments to him as Controller of the Pipe, bursarial records concerning his expenses from 1648 to 1654 whilst in Oxford at All Souls College, and a large collection of bills and other papers at Hatfield House. This is a handsomely produced book in a hard cover and a pleasure to handle and read. It complements the late Kenneth Dewhurst's Dr Thomas Sydenham (1624-1689) and both should be together on the shelf of anyone interested in Sydenham, a remarkable seventeenth-century physician.
J T HUGHES

Radcliffe Infirmary, Oxford
Complications of Sedation and Anaesthesia in Dentistry G D Allen & J Hayden Jr pp 360 £30 ISBN 0-88416-555-8 PSG Publishing Company Ever since the early days of anaesthesia there is no doubt that dentists played an important part in providing pain relief for dental extractions. Initially only nitrous oxide and later oxygen were available, and only short procedures could be undertaken. With the advent of more powerful inhalational agents such as halothane and the introduction of intravenous drugs it soon became evident that training and instruction on the administration of these drugs and the means of treating complications were essential.
However, this book, which is a collection of hazards occurring during dental anaesthesia and sedation culled from the literature, confirms that there are many instances of deviations from accepted practice and many episodes offrank negligence. The text reads like a protracted version of the reports of the Medical Defence Societies and the authors are to be congratu-lated on drawing attention to the dangers of the use of potent drugs in dental practice. However, some of the editorial comments are irrelevant, inaccurate and misleading. A further sad reflection is that many of the episodes quoted are dated: the majority of references are before 1980. Anaesthesia has moved on in the last decade.
The operator anaesthetist can no longer be accepted while minimal monitoring is essential for patient safety. More skilful editing would have produced a smaller, though more useful text, although it should be noted that in the UK, general anaesthesia for outpatient practice has declined remarkably in the last decade. Brendan Devlin has been writing for many years on the surgery of hernias. Unlike many others he has taken a broader view than the merely technical. Now he has written a monograph that is readable, entertaining and full of good sense. History, anatomy, aetiology and epidemiology, logistics and economics are reviewed. All external abdominal and some internal hernias are considered. Diaphragmatic hernias are excluded. The book is profusely illustrated, mainly with excellent line drawings. There is a valuable list of 679 references to the literature and a full index.
Many surgical textbooks describe only idealized conditions. There is too often no mention of the difficulties. Indeed, Mr Devlin's accounts of hernia repair in Rob and Smith's Operative Surgery suffer from this fault. In this book he has described the problems encountered and the methods of overcoming them. If I search for some criticism it is that in his discussion on adult inguinal hernia his section on, 'Operation or truss?' could well include a third possibility, 'Do nothing.' I am sure that Mr Devlin leaves untouched asymptomatic diffuse, direct inguinal hernias.
Most of us learn surgery by operating on hernias since the operation includes careful dissection, haemostasis, suturing and perfect skin closure. Consequently this book would make an excellent gift for a young doctor starting on a surgical career. The tyro should not leave it lying around for fear that the chief will walk off with it.
R M KmK
The Royal Free Hospital, London
